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ABSTRACT 
According to  a number of prominent second language learning theories, the development of 
linguistic proficiency is a gradual process which proceeds in stages from a basic to a more 
advanced level. What is suggested here is that as learners become more proficient in a language, 
they are inclined to modify the linguistic information which is stored in their short term 
memories when communicating. This is known as interlanguage restructuring. The aim of this 
paper is to argue that restructuring is taking place among the learners on the English Discussion 
Class course. This is based on observations of learner behaviour made through the first and 
second semesters of the academic year. Of particular interest is the manner in which the function 
phrases were modified by the learners. The implications of this for both teachers and learners 
will also be discussed. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The transition from a basic to a more advanced level of oral proficiency proceeds gradually as 
learners gain in confidence and are able to put what they have studied in lessons into practice. 
The second language learning theories proposed by McLaughlin (1987, 1990) and Anderson 
(1983, 1985) refer to this process as restructuring, describing it as being characterised by 
changes to the learner interlanguage, where learners both correctly and incorrectly modify 
various linguistic components of what they have studied, in the productive stages (Mitchell and 
Myles, 2004). Through informal observations I have made while teaching both semesters, I 
would argue that this has indeed been occurring. The focus of this paper will be on how learners 
use and modify the function phrases, and the implications of this for both teachers and students; 
in particular with regard to anticipating linguistic problems as well as encouraging learner 
autonomy.  
 
SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNING THEORIES 
The two theories of relevance here are McLaughlin’s (1987, 1990) information processing 
model, and Anderson’s Adaptive Control of Thought (ACT) Model (1983, 1985). Both theories 
are essentially concerned with the stages of the learning process, arguing that this process 
proceeds gradually from simple to more complex (Mitchell and Myles, 2004). 
 The information processing model is primarily concerned with how, through practice, 
information stored in the short-term memory in the early stages of learning, is transmitted to the 
long-term memory as learners become more proficient in the language they are studying 
(Mitchell and Myles, 2004). In the early stages, only a limited amount of information is 
available to be accessed by the learner and then used in production (Ellis, 2008). As learning 
proceeds, this information is then transferred to the long-term memory, where the learner is then 
able to access it readily at a more advanced level (Mitchell and Myles, 2004). Of particular 
relevance here is the re-emergence of errors made by students and changes to their interlanguage, 
known as restructuring. Which, according to this theory, occurs during the process (Mitchell and 
Myles, 2004).  
 Anderson’s Adaptive Control of Thought (ACT) Model follows a similar view of the 
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learning process, but identifies three distinct stages, namely a declarative stage, an associative 
stage and an autonomous stage (Anderson 1985, cited in Towell and Hawkins 1994). As 
suggested by the information processing model, while learners proceed through these stages, 
their ability to use their stored knowledge accurately improves. However, the model also claims 
that the occurrence of errors is a typical feature of the learning process as stated by Anderson 
(1983, cited in Ellis 2008). 
 
SEMESTER 1 OBSERVATIONS 
The lessons in the first semester were initially characterised by noticeable turn-taking with little 
evidence of spontaneity in discussions, and with students paying close attention to using the 
function phrases as they appeared in the text. This was particularly evident with the lower 
proficiency classes - those classes in which the students lacked the confidence or ability to add 
any significant amount of 'creativity' to the discussions. 
 In the early stages of the course, I found that there was very little experimentation with 
the function phrases, but this changed once the students gained in confidence and became more 
accustomed to their individual class dynamics. In the fluency activities and discussions, students 
would at times change the function phrases in order to fulfil the same function. Could you 
explain? or Could you give me more details? would be changed to Could you for example? or 
Could you give me for instance? Furthermore, the phrases would at times be used 
inappropriately, such as a student asking Can I make a comment? after an interrogative, instead 
of Can I answer that? These errors appear to correspond to what the above mentioned theories 
claim takes place during the transition from basic to more advanced linguistic proficiency, 
namely, learner interlanguage undergoes changes, and errors are frequently observed in this 
transition (Mitchell and Myles, 2004) and (Anderson 1983, cited in Ellis 2008).  
 Toward the end of the first semester, I noted increasing occurrences of experimentation 
with the structure of the function phrases. In some instances students would change the phrases, 
at times, humorously, such as in Can you make comment? and Can I help you? instead of Can I 
make a comment? Although these were minor changes, they did possibly indicate a change, 
where some of the function phrases had become stored in the students’ long-term memory, and 
that this knowledge had become readily available for the students to access at will. 
 A beneficial aspect of noting these occurrences and dealing with them in feedback is that 
this may provide variation to the feedback students receive after each practice activity or 
discussion. In feedback sessions, teachers typically deal with function usage and whether 
students are reacting or asking follow-up questions. I noticed that following the same feedback 
routines week after week tends to lead to a lack of attention among students, and thus varying 
the type of feedback given may aid in maintaining learner interest. Additionally, encouraging 
students to modify the different function phrases to fulfil the same communicative functions, 
may once more, generate interest and result in students being more creative in the lessons in 
terms of how they use the different phrases. 
 
SEMESTER 2 OBSERVATIONS 
I noted in lessons at the start of the second semester that a number of the function phrases from 
the first semester were used frequently in discussions. Some of these included the phrases for 
giving opinions, such as Personally speaking and In my opinion, the phrases for joining 
discussions, such as Can I make a comment? and Can I answer that?, as well as the phrases for 
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connecting ideas and reporting information, where students used As you said, and I heard that... 
The use of these phrases possibly indicates that for the purposes of the discussion classes, these 
phrases were the ones the students found most useful.  
 As the new phrases were introduced, a noticeable change from the first semester was the 
relative ease with which the students could use and modify these new phrases in discussions. 
However, as opposed to the first semester, the modifications resulted in far less errors. I have a 
similar opinion would be changed (correctly) to I have a similar idea, and My opinion is 
different to yours to My idea is a little different from yours. Some higher level students would 
also use phrases such as I totally agree with you, instead of I have a similar opinion, perhaps 
indicating the knowledge of such nuances denoted by these phrases could be readily accessed 
from the stored knowledge in the students’ long term memories.  
 Students would also combine the Semester 2 and Semester 1 function phrases as in I see 
your point, but I have a different opinion... Related to this, responses to interrogatives such as 
Would anyone like to add something? would elicit a response such as Yes, can I add something? 
or Can I say something about your comment? Students would regularly alter the phrases, but as 
opposed to the first semester, the frequency of errors appeared to decrease. 
 
THE IMPLICATION FOR THE COURSE 
From my observations during the first and second semester, I believe there are implications for 
the course specifically relating to the function phrases taught, anticipating linguistic problems 
that might arise, and encouraging risk-taking. 
 
FUNCTION PHRASES 
In terms of the function phrases that were taught, I noted that students in most instances used 
those which occur frequently in spoken English, and tended to avoid phrases which seemed 
‘unnatural’ or more challenging. In the first semester, the phrase Can I answer that? would be 
used far more frequently than I’d like to answer that, Like you said would be used more than I 
like the point you made, and I heard / read / saw that... would be used in favour of It’s 
sometimes / often said that... 
 In the second semester Maybe... and It’s possible... would be used more than I suppose... 
In most classes, students tended to avoid the phrase What do you think of my idea? and typically 
used Does anyone have a different opinion? With regard to the phrases used for changing the 
topic, most students tended to use Next, let’s discuss... as opposed to Why don’t we talk about 
(topic) next?  
 As with the aforementioned implications regarding the observations pertaining to the use 
of the Semester 1 function phrases, noting how students have used these phrases in Semester 1 
and Semester 2 may assist teachers in planning more effective function presentations by using 
phrases that students are more familiar with, and possibly avoiding those that students found 
problematic or more challenging to use. Furthermore, as limited as these observations are, they 
may assist the course directors in modifying or revising the different function phrases which are 
taught in future courses. 
 
ANTICIPATING LINGUISTIC PROBLEMS 
As mentioned above, errors and inappropriate use of the function phrases were relatively 
commonplace, especially in the first semester. Anticipating which errors the students are likely 
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to make and planning for them, may benefit teachers in terms of giving appropriate feedback. It 
could also be argued that raising awareness of the possible errors which might be made, may 
ultimately benefit the students and enhance the learning process. An example I noted was with 
the function for joining discussions in Semester 1, where students would use the function 
phrases Can I answer that? and Can I make a comment? inappropriately. Can I answer that? 
would be incorrectly used after a student gave an opinion, and Can I make a comment? would be 
used after an interrogative. In teaching this lesson, after the function presentation, I would use 
several concept checking questions, such as writing some opinions and questions on the board 
and would ask students which function phrase could be matched with each expression. Although 
this type of activity may be time consuming, I believe that trying as much as possible to ensure 
the functions are thoroughly understood before they are used, is imperative. 
 
LINGUISTIC RISK TAKING 
The primary aim of the course is to assist students in developing their oral communication skills 
in an informal setting. As the students gain in confidence, teachers have the opportunity to 
encourage a degree of linguistic risk taking. Students are encouraged not only to engage in 
discussions through the use of strategies such as employing follow-up questions, but also to 
experiment with and modify the various function phrases they are taught. The results of doing so 
may encourage more learner autonomy and spontaneity in discussions, as students will be aware 
that a degree flexibility is permitted in how they present their opinions and arguments through 
the use of the different function phrases. From early on in the second semester, during the 
function presentation, I would ask students (typically in pairs) to see if they could suggest 
additional phrases to fulfil the same communicative function. An example was with the function 
for being indirect, where students suggested perhaps, as an additional phrase they could use.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Through informal observations made the first and second semester of the course, I would argue 
that a notable feature was that, after initially resorting to largely mechanical discussions, 
students progressed to a stage where they regularly modified the function phrases they were 
taught, both correctly and incorrectly. The differences I noted were that although errors were 
made consistently in the first semester while using the function phrases, the occurrence of errors 
decreased considerably in the second semester. In addition, students were far more likely to 
experiment with the structure of these phrases in the second semester. This appears to 
correspond to the second language learning theories proposed by McLaughlin (1987, 1990) and 
Anderson (1983, 1985, particularly with regard to the restructuring of learner interlanguage. In 
this paper the observations made during both semesters were discussed, and their possible 
implications for the course in terms of the function phrases taught, the anticipation of linguistic 
problems, as well as the encouraging of linguistic risk taking. 
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